Introduction.
Summary. During follicular atresia in the sheep and pig there is a marked reduction in the vasculature of the theca interna underlying the membrana granulosa. In the sheep there is no reduction of thecal blood vessels adjacent to the cumulus which remains viable. By contrast, in the pig the cumulus degenerates during atresia and the underlying thecal vasculature is greatly diminished. However, despite loss of contact between the follicle cells and the oocyte, the germinal vesicle remains intact.
Introduction.
In most species studied, atresia results in the degeneration of both the granulosa and cumulus cells (Weir and Rowlands, 1977 ; Byskov, 1978) . In the sheep and cow (Rajakoski, 1960) , however, although the granulosa undergoes similar degenerative changes to those seen in other species, they are not evident within the cumulus until a late stage of atresia. The presence of both healthy and degenerative areas within the same follicle would suggest that a local factor is exerting a protective influence. One of the factors implicated with follicular atresia is a diminution of the thecal vasculature resulting in a limitation of substrates available to the granulosa (Greenwald, 1974 ; Hay, Cran and Moor, 1976) or to a decrease in elimination of metabolic by products.
Using morphological criteria, we have examined the thecal vasculature under both the cumulus and granulosa of sheep follicles and, for comparative purposes, have examined another domestic species, the pig.
Ultrastructural and histochemical changes in the oocyte have been considered as early signs of follicular regression (Byskov, 1978) and these may be followed by the formation of a pseudomaturation spindle and abnormal cleavage. However, it has recently been reported for the rat that degeneration of the cumulus and granulosa cells precedes that of the oocyte (Peluso, 1979 ; Gondos, 1982 Results.
In the sheep, structural changes in atretic follicles including the disorganization of the granulosa and nuclear pyknosis were observed as has been previously reported (Hay, Cran and Moor, 1976 ; . In such follicles, the cumulus showed no signs of degeneration. In addition, ultrastructural examination of the theca interna under the cumulus indicated that it had a structure essentially identical to that of non-atretic follicles .
Within non-atretic follicles, the mean capillary size under the cumulus and within the remainder of the wall were similar ( In many species, the oocytes of large atretic follicles undergo pseudomaturation changes similar to those of the normal maturing oocyte (Byskov, 1978) and as in normal oocyte maturation, cumulus cell processes gradually disappear during atresia (Belterman, 1965 ; Thibault, Gérard and Ménézo, 1976) . It has been suggested that meiotic inhibitors act on the oocyte after passage through transzonal processes (Tsafriri and Channing, 1975 ; Dekel and Beers, 1978 ; Hillensj6 et al., 1979) . Reduction in the passage of inhibitor to the oocyte resulting from the disruption of cumulus cell processes has been forwarded as a mechanism initiating oocyte maturation Beers, 1978, 1980 (Moor et al., 1981) and the mouse (Eppig, 1982) is not initiated by a reduction in cumulus cell-oocyte coupling but that GVBD may precede the decline in intercellular coupling. In addition Peluso (1979) and Gondos (1982) have demonstrated that somatic cell degeneration precedes that of the oocyte in the rat.
In the pig, also, cumulus degeneration takes place without nuclear maturation. This further argues against the hypothesis that the resumption of meiosis in mammalian oocytes is initiated by the disruption of coupling between cumulus cells and the oocyte. /)ccepfe en no!em/ve 7!2.
